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Introduction
One major issue in the field of English language education has been a lack of agreement about what to 
call students who in the process of developing English proficiencies (Wright, 4). 
Disagreement about how to classify these students and programs meant to serve them is reflected at the 
level of federal and state policy and through the language used within and schools and school systems. 
Scholars have researched the impact different terminology has on students and have conflicted over what 
terms they believe would be most accurate and most supportive of learners. One area that has received 
less attention is that the use of this terminology in digital communication, such as district websites. 
For my research project, I examined the labels used by district webpages for schools in the greater Boston 
area in order to explore how these districts classify their learners and how they communicate about these 
learners to the larger educational community. 
Classifying Students: Federal and State Legislation
2012: US Federal Gov. No Child Left Behind Act uses term Limited English Proficient (LEP)
2012: California Assembly Bill No. 2195 uses term Long-Term English Learner (LTEL) to classify learners 
from grades six to twelve who have remained at the same English language proficiency level as determined by 
state standardized exams
2015: Us Federal Gov. Every Child Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaces the term Limited English Proficient 
(LEP) with the term English Learner (EL) 
2017: Massachusetts Look Act provides districts with option of awarding a Seal of Biliteracy to students 
meet the state criteria in attaining a high level of proficiency in English and at least one other language.  
Classifying Students: Research and Scholarship
Many scholars of English language education have objected to the term Limited English Proficient in the No Child Left Behind Act 
because the word “limited” “suggests a deficit in the students themselves or that their lack of proficiency in English is a permanent 
condition” (Wright, 4). 
Scholars have noted that the labels English language learner (ELL) and English learner (EL) have a more positive focus because 
they portray students as actively acquiring English (Wright, 4)  However, researchers have noted some drawbacks to variations on the 
term “English learner”: contribution to a deficit model, portraying population as monolithic, and normalizing monolingualism 
Gutierrze, 2006; Kibler, 2018; Martínez, 2018). 
In particular, the term Long-Term English Learner (LTEL) has been found to be experienced as stigmatizing and isolating by 
students (Kibler, 2018). 
In a 2008 paper, Ofelia García, Jo Anne Kleifgen, and Lorraine Falchi proposed the term “Emergent Bilinguals” to emphasize that, 
through “acquiring English, these students become bilingual, able to continue to function in their home language as well as in 
English, their new language and that of school” (García, 5).
In a 2018 paper, Ramón Martínez  suggests the term “Bi/Multilingual Students” to reflect that students may be proficient in multiple 
languages and may already be proficient more than one language (Martínez, 518). 
What terms do district webpages for school districts in the greater Boston area 
use to designate their English language students and programs? 
Research Question: 
Methodology 
Action Research Design: Observation  
I gathered data from the district websites for Boston, Revere, Chelsea, North 
Reading, Reading, Saugus, Lynn, Weymouth, and Waltham, as they had been 
updated as of Fall 2020. For each district website, I kept track of the term or 
terms used to designate English language students. I also kept track of term or 
terms used to designate English language departments or programs. When there 
are multiple terms, I recorded all terms that had been used. I also recorded 
references to the Massachusetts Seal of Biliteracy.
Results
Student Classifications Program/Department Classifications
Boston
English Leaner (EL)
English Language Development (ELD) 
Students
English Learner Education (ELE)
Office of English Learners 
Revere
English Language Learner (ELL) English Language Learner Department
English as a Second Language Program
Chelsea
English Language Learner (ELL)
Limited English Proficient (LEP)
English Language Education (ELE)
English Language Learners 
North Reading
English Language Learner (ELL) Information about English language 
education under tab “English Language 
Learners”
Reading
English Learner (EL) English Learner Education (EL)
EL Program
Saugus
English Language Learner (ELL) Information about English language 
under tab “Optional Enrichment 
Learning . English Language Learners” 
Lynn
EL (English Learner) English Learner Education ELE)
Weymouth 
ELL (English Language Learner) Information about English language 




English Language Learner (ELL)
English Learner (EL) 
ELL and Bilingual Department
Office of English Language Learning 
Table: Fall 2020 District Website Identification of Students and Programs 
Discussion of Results
 Names for English learners included English learners (ELs), English Language Learners (ELLS), English 
language development students (ELD students), Limited English Proficient (LEP), Formerly Limited 
English Proficient (FLEP), and Emerging Bbilingual students. 
 Names for departments and programs included: English Language Learners Department, English as a 
Second Language Program, English Language English, English Learner Education, EL Program, English 
Learner Education, Office of English Language Learning, and ELL and Bilingual Department 
 Twenty-seven out of twenty-nine labels recorded included some refence to “English” as the target language 
for learners. 
 The term Limited English Proficient and Emergent Bilingual Students were outliers, with the former used 
only in the Chelsea district website and the later used only in the Waltham district website. 
 There was no use of the terms Long-Term English Learners or Bi/Multilingual Students.
 The district websites for North Reading and Lynn each contain pages that reference the Seal of Biliteracy.  
Conclusion
Limitations of the Research:
• Does not address the goals and reasons behind choices of identifications used
• Does not cover whether terms used on district websites is consistent from terms used in 
other contexts in the districts 
• Scope limited to Greater Boston Area and to the year 2020
Areas of Possible Future Research:
• Surveying student/teacher/community about their recognition, usage, and 
opinion around different terms for English language students
• Analysis of awareness and implementation of MA Seal of Biliteracy and 
how that impacts conceptions of the student population
Questions for Educators to Consider:
• What terms are used for the English language students you educate? What are potential positives/negatives 
of using these terms? How were these terms decided upon as appropriate or useful for your teaching 
environment? 
• How does digital communications including school and district webpages influence the way we define, 
communicate with, and educate student populations? 
Thank you!
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